HOW DO POOR PERSONS WITH AIDS DIE?
George Smith, now dead and a cherished colleague of mine and of many in Canada, observed in this Journal last year how poor and marginalized people die when they have AIDS. It is almost as though George had been responding to a latter-day Tolstoy -who once asked, "And the mujiks (the peasants), how do the mujiks die?" -now asking, "And those who are poor and have AIDS, how do they die?"
To answer Tolstoy's question about the mujiks, Philippe Aries borrowed from Solzhenitsyn's Cancer Ward description of the way older folk used to die. They supposedly prepared themselves quietly and departed easily, "as if they were just moving into a new house." (3, 4) But this is not the way many poor persons die when they have AIDS. How could their dying ever be like "just moving into a new house" when, after losses of job, m~mey, friends, and family, they have lived the last stages of their HIV disease on the street, or maybe in a single room, but rarely, if ever, in a home?
There are probably not too many of us working in well-organized hospices and palliative care programs who have extensive first-hand experience of how the poorest of the poor live and die. When we speak of the poor who have AIDS, we are not talking only about those who have little money, but about that deeper level of poverty of never really having a place in our society. We assume the existence, however modest, of an organized life: of a place to work, of a home, of an address, of a phone and other means of communication; of a network of contacts, including family, friends, neighbors, acquaintances who, in various ways, can help us when we can no longer help ourselves. But how can persons bereft of all these normal connections to sources of help and care, and adrift out there in the city, ever find their way into that space we call humanity?
EDITORIAL • Is There Nothing
Between Us?
T here are those dying from advanced HIV disease, and there are the rest of us, and I am now pressed by sad facts accumulating over the past fourteen years to wonder if Sylvia Plath hit it right with the final line of her poem, Medusa, when she chillingly declared: "There is nothing between us." (2) The sad facts are that some, perhaps many, among those dying from AIDS seem, all their lives long, never to have been cherished and now at the time of their helplessness and of their dying are abandoned, and their final days are a total chaos. We write volumes, hold hearings, and debate month after month, and year after year about euthanasia, and all the while the poorest of the poor die without any dignifying care at all. I can accept Plath's brutal declaration, if it is taken as an accusation. But I cannot accept that final line of her poem, so cold it is, and so definitive as death, if it is taken as a description of how things are and always will be between the poor, the marginalized, the excluded, and the rest of us born and clothed in privilege all our lives long. Plath's declaration leaves no space for grace between us, no space for the growth of humanity's bonds.
Humanity? Well, humanity is the space where those who limp through time, far out in the penumbra and beyond the margins of respectability, status, privilege, and power, are brought into the light of honor, peace, and dignity. Humanity is the space where those who are broken by their guilts, their losses, their disease, their impending death, and, above all, by their abandonment, will not have to die lonely and alone. But George Smith, has reminded us that some people -and who knows how many, for who will count them if they really don't count? have no one to tum to when they are dying. It is here, not only here, but above all here, that Plath's declaration turns into a penetratingly accusatory question: "Is there nothing, is there not humanity, between us?" • I A POETRY OF ACTION This Journal's first editorial this year cited William Carlos Williams' statement that people die miserably every day for lack of what is found in poetry. W.H. Auden explained and reinforced this idea when he said that writing is breaking bread with the dead and without that communication, human life is not possible and not worth living. The editorial developed the idea of poetry as care for the dying because poetry links dying people into the ongoing antiphonal song of poet to poet, the songs of hope and search for meaning that span generations since the dawn of humanity (5) .
That's all true, but it is not the whole truth. The poetry of words is not enough when people are cut loose from community, when they are lost in the darkness of brute poverty and are counted as little better than nothing in the registries of human worth.
So we have to complete William Carlos Williams and W.H. Auden with Hermann
Broch. In his novel, The Death of Virgil, Broch has the poet considering the destruction of his manuscript of the Aeneid (6) . Why? Because Broch has Virgil coming to realize, as G. Steiner explains, "that the beauty and truth of language are inadequate to cope with human suffering and the advance of barbarism. Man must find a poetry more immediate and helpful to man than that of words: a poetry of action." (7) We need both the poetry of words and the poetry of action if human life is to be possible and worth living, but the poetry of action has to come first or the words will never work. The poets of words are hunters of meaning and they keep people on track; they help people from wandering aimlessly about and becoming totally lost in the forest dark as they hunt for the meanings of their own existence. The poets of action are searchers, they seek out those who, though biologically alive, have never~ad or have lost a social existence or an existence within the human community. Poets of action seek out those who don't even have enough of an existence to be bothered about its meaning.
And when these poorest of the poor are found, what do the poets of action do? .They bring the socially excommunicate? out of .Is?lation so they can break bread WIth the living. They mobilize and link ministries, institutions, services, persons, and resources to form a tissue of bonds out of which a social existence can grow. And if these poorest of the poor are found very late and towards the end of a lethal disease when time is running out? Well that's the time to clean, feed, nurse, carry, hold, and comfort so that those who lived in darkness can at least die in the light.
What do poets of action do for poor persons dying from AIDS? They create the conditions that allow them to say of themselves and of the poor what Seamus Heaney, in the last two lines of his poem, Seeing Things, said of himself and his father:
"And there was nothing between us there That might not still be happily ever after" (7) We are now, at the end of this decade, in a time of thickening economic difficulty and of rising tension between the poor and the privileged. The demands of humanity upon us will be high and persistent if we are ever to bring forth the acts that will allow us to answer "Nothing that might not still be happily ever after", when the poorest of the poor ask, "Is there nothing between us?"
